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The persistent systemic inequalities inherent in cultural and traditional practices shape how 
society views women as leaders. This paper reviewed the literature to highlight the needs, 
opportunities, constraints and resources of disadvantaged schools and how this context 
influences leadership practices of female primary school principals. Two questions guided the 
study: What are the needs, opportunities, constraints and resources of disadvantaged schools 
and how do they influence leadership practice? How do female principals adapt their practices 
to their school contexts? An unbounded search was conducted to identify 22 publications 
consisting of a mixed source of 17 peer reviewed English-language journal articles, three book 
chapters and two conference papers on female educational leadership in Zimbabwe. A 
systematic search criteria was strictly followed to obtain the publications from 2008 to 2018. 
Through the lens of an African feminism perspective, this study established that the features of 
a disadvantaged school context, influence what female principals do and how they do it. It is 
important that principals craft strategies to expand available resources while taking advantage 
of opportunities at their disposal to manage the constraints in order to meet the needs of their 
schools.  




In recent years, research on education leadership and management has broadened the lens to 
encompass context as a significant factor. This led to a study by Bossert (1982) establishing 
that context features, influence the behaviour of principals and that effective principals are able 
to modify their leadership according to the needs, opportunities and constraints within their 
work contexts. Hence, the school is located within a broader organisational context consisting 
of features that are not confined to : education system, leadership structure, goals and aims, 
norms, school size, rules and regulations and others; and community context: socio-economic 
status, parental involvement, literacy level, culture, geographic location, e.g. rural/ urban and 
others (Clarke and Donoghue 2016). This paper argues that context has been examined as a 
challenge, but not how the features peculiar to female educational leadership influence their 
leadership practice. In an effort to improve their schools, principals take cognisance of 
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contextual factors such as lack of financial and material resources, lack of parental 
involvement, safety and security and others. While some factors may work against success, 
some may enable success. Nevertheless, principals must coherently and creatively find ways 
of dealing with the factors, both hindrances and enablers. This has led to the conclusion that 
leaders must adapt their leadership styles to suit prevailing conditions in order to achieve results 
(e.g. Day 2009; Walker and Hallinger 2015).  
 
As a result, factors such as the Ministry of Education goals and aims, as well as the structure 
of leadership, determine principals’ time allocation to administration, community engagement 
and instructional supervision (Hallinger 2016). The structure of the ministry which may be 
centralised or decentralised shapes how principals do their tasks, for example, goal setting 
resulting in a wide gap between urban and rural achievement rates with the latter achieving less 
because of unequal financial and material resources (Othman and Muijs 2013). Principals in 
decentralised systems tend to spend more time on instructional leadership, interacting with the 
community and collaborating more with the teachers, than those in centralised systems who 
assume the traditional role of the school head and delegate instructional supervision to others 
(Lee and Hallinger 2012). These authors further explained that socio-cultural factors shape how 
principals allocate time for different leadership tasks.  
 
Factors within the community context, that is, rural and urban location, have gained 
prominence in the literature because of their repercussions resulting in differentiated 
achievements. Further compounding this situation, is that other aspects of context continue to 
emerge along with trends within the school environment and the wider society for example, 
political instability and declining economic conditions. Their degree of impact on resources, 
constraints, needs and opportunities vary from place to place. Besides lack of resources, 
research shows that rural schools are disadvantaged (Othman and Muijs 2013), and that schools 
in economically developed and economically underdeveloped contexts are different. For 
instance, in their study on urban and rural schools in China, Hallinger and Liu (2016) reported 
that principals utilised learner-centred leadership to overcome constraints such as lack of 
resources and low achievement. The economic development of a society determines 
availability of infrastructure, resources, class size, access to technology and others (Hallinger, 




Other studies have explored school leadership in challenging contexts (e.g. Day, 2009; Othman 
and Muijs, 2013) reporting that leadership has focused on dealing with resource deprivation 
utilising leadership styles such as distributive. In his view, Murphy (2008) concludes that these 
contextual factors not only influence the role of leadership but improve provision of quality 
leadership. To be specific, Day (2009) agrees that principals should adapt their leadership 
strategies according to the school capacity and performance, further explaining that successful 
principals utilise unitary directive leadership strategies to nurture an environment for improved 
performance management, as well as safety and discipline. When these steps start to yield 
improvement, principals begin to work towards establishing a positive learning environment. 
If improvement begins to show, they will be able to delegate and distribute leadership and 
motivate members through individualised support (Day 2009).      
 
All these context features explained above intersect to determine the principal’s leadership 
challenges. It is important that the principal understands the context features, as well as “the 
school’s improvement trajectory and culture … represented by the normative ways in which 
school staff think, act and respond to different situations” (Hallinger 2016, 11). The school 
culture builds up over time, takes time to change and can act as a constraint and/or enabler of 
efforts of the leader. For example, Murphy (2008) gives an example of a principal in a low 
performing school who is required to urgently gain control of the school campus and at the 
same time improve teaching and learning, resulting in particular leadership styles and actions 
which may differ from strategies executed by a principal in a successful school. In such a 
situation, a contingency-oriented approach may be more applicable according to Hallinger 
(2016).     
 
This study aimed at highlighting the needs, opportunities, constraints and resources of 
disadvantaged school contexts and how these influence leadership practices of female primary 
school principals. The significant contribution of this analysis lies in the advancement of 
knowledge in female educational leadership and it guides the growing body of researchers, 
policy makers and future research regarding disadvantaged contexts. The paper explored the 
following research questions: What are the needs, opportunities, constraints and resources of 
disadvantaged schools and how do they influence leadership practice? How do female 




The study has seven sections. After the introduction, a brief background on gender inequality 
is explained followed by African feminisms(s) as a theoretical framework. The method section 
explains how studies included in this study were obtained and the data analysis method used, 
followed by a brief discussion of female leadership styles. The disadvantaged context is 
contextualised, presenting the emerging context features as examined by the utilised studies. 
Towards the end, a discussion of the implications are explained in relation to the model that 
was developed to manage disadvantaged school contexts. The discussion ends with a 
concluding statement.  
 
Background to the Zimbabwean context  
 
Zimbabwe is a developing nation whose condition has been exacerbated by the economic 
meltdown from 2000 to date that has halted support programmes and rendered many systems 
non-functioning (Maposa and Mugabe 2013). The economic and political violence in the 
country was followed by internal and external mass migration. For instance, one wonders how 
education continued in the rural areas, when 45 000 out of 10 0000 teachers left the country in 
search of survival opportunities (Chagonda 2016). The government recruited unqualified 
teachers to replace the vacant positions and at the same time, teachers seized the opportunity 
to relocate from disadvantaged schools to urban schools. This further complicated the role of 
the female school principals leading in disadvantaged communities.   
 
The history of educational leadership in Zimbabwe shows that women have dominated the 
teaching profession, however, they have remained underrepresented in leadership positions 
(Muzvidziwa 2012). The 2017 Annual Education Statistical Profile recorded a total of 42 043 
female teachers and 29 199 male teachers out of a total of 71 242 primary school teachers, with 
women occupying leadership positions constituting only 16 per cent. In order to redress the 
injustices, the Zimbabwean government committed to gender equity policies and programmes 
soon after attaining independence in 1980 (Mutangirwa 2016). Despite all the policies and 
programmes meant to achieve gender equity in education, Zimbabwe is among the nations that 
have failed to meet their target, with lack of awareness, agendas for specific needs of females 
and failure to address gender in explicit terms standing as hindrances to progress (Chabaya and 
Gudhlanga 2013). Since women’s lives are shaped by societal, political, cultural and economic 
contexts (Grogan 2015), they globally occupy a marginalised/ disadvantaged position, 
regardless of social location (Singh and Prasad 2014). The persistent systemic inequalities 
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accompanied by cultural and traditional stereotypes about women shape how society view them 
as leaders. Mestry and Schmidt (2012) emphasise how discrimination, prejudice and 
stereotypes perpetuate women’s submissiveness. Compounding this problem, is the gendered 
nature of management practices, societal values and leadership styles (Shava and Ndebele 
2014). We argue that social constructs engrained in traditional patriarchal beliefs have 
influenced the association of leadership with masculinity, leading to dearth of literature on 
contextual features peculiar to female leadership.  
 
In their study on the persistence of gender inequality in Zimbabwe, Chabaya, Rembe and 
Wadesango (2009) indicate that most of the participants (women) did not apply for promotion 
although they were experienced and qualified. This had to do with socialisation and sex role 
stereotyping (Shakeshaft et al. 2007). Arguably, society’s culture which is manifested in 
beliefs, values, roles, practices and norms, have sustained the relegation of women to domestic 
duties (Mapolisa and Madziyire 2012). Further, Moorosi (2012) argues that female educational 
leaders are constantly facing challenges stemming from social and cultural factors. As a result, 
female leadership aspirants avoid applying for positions because of fear of their communities’ 
judgemental attitudes (Muzvidziwa 2013). Their plight is exacerbated by lack of support from 
insecure husbands who feel threatened by their women’s success (Maposa and Mugabe 2013; 
Mutangirwa, 2016). Thus, several researchers allude to the challenges faced by female 
educational leaders as being linked to stereotypes that are deeply rooted in the country’s 
traditional culture (Makura 2009; Mapolisa et al. 2013; Mapolisa and Madziyire 2012; Shava 
and Ndebele 2014; Zikhali and Perumal 2012). In addition, Chabaya, Rembe and Wadesango 
(2009) cite that low self-esteem and lack of confidence reflected in myths and prejudices are 
perceived as natural and they take place in such a way that they are accepted without challenge.  
 
While the impact of context on leadership cannot be underestimated, research asserts that the 
effects of context on educational leadership has been either ignored or relegated to the shadows 
(Hallinger 2016). The existing studies have primarily focused on obstacles and barriers to 
leadership positions (Hlatywayo, Hlatywayo and Muranda 2014; Maposa and Mugabe 2013; 
Muzvidziwa 2014) without recognising the impact of needs, opportunities, constraints and 
resources on female school leadership. A void exists in this knowledge bank, particularly in 
regard to Zimbabwean school settings, hence this study. It is against this background that this 






An African feminism(s) perspective frames this study and undergirds the succeeding 
discussion and implications. African feminism(s) was distilled from mainstream feminism in 
response to the exclusion of African women’s experiences. African feminism(s) was born 
essentially in relation to cultural, and historical trajectories in Africa (Nkealah 2016). The goal 
of African feminism(s) are to identify problems linked to male dominance in society while 
interrogating the marginalisation of women (Kolawole 2002). They were created for all of 
African descent and are grounded in African culture, specifically women’s unique experiences, 
struggles and needs. Even though their ideas are aligned to womanism, a strand coined by black 
American feminists, African feminists felt that it excluded women staying in Africa (Edwin 
2006), for this reason, it has maintained a guarded distance from mainstream feminism, black 
feminism and womanism. Although it has been difficult to come up with a concise definition, 
Goredema (2010, 34) defines African feminism(s) as “a feminist epistemology and a form of 
rhetoric that has provided arguments, which validate the experience of women of Africa and 
of African origin against a mainstream feminist discourse”. Mekgwe 2008, 167) refers to it as 
“discourse that takes care to delineate those concerns peculiar to the African situation … 
questioning features of traditional African values without denigrating them”. African 
feminism(s) is broadly defined as, “the struggle for the liberation of women and encompasses 
epistemologies, methodologies, theories and modes of activism that seek to bring an end to the 
oppression and subordination of women by men” (Mama 2005, 45).  
 
Under the eyes of African feminism(s), the marginalisation of women cannot be perceived as 
a matter of social and organisational discrimination, but rather as a systemic problem that has 
its roots in African history, and traditional culture. Given this background, African feminism(s) 
has been deemed relevant to gain insight into needs, opportunities, constraints and resources 
of disadvantaged schools and how in this context, female principals navigate these features. It 
is through the lens of African feminism(s) that distinct contextual factors peculiar to female 
educational leadership can be delineated. African feminism(s) seek to challenge male 
dominance, while at the same time resisting oppression based on class, tradition, ethnicity and 







This paper is part of a series on a project of a systematic review of research on female 
educational leadership in Zimbabwe. The purpose of the study was to highlight the needs, 
opportunities, constraints and resources of disadvantaged schools and find out how, in this 
context, leadership practices of female primary school principals are influenced. With this 
purpose, the authors intentionally chose to select and review literature of studies that focused 
on female educational leadership in Zimbabwe. Following an earlier research review in the 
field, it emerged that literature on female educational leadership in Zimbabwe became visible 
in 2008. Therefore, the period spanning 2008 to 2018 was deemed a sufficient timeframe to 
obtain sizable studies for the purpose of this study.  
 
Identification and extraction of studies 
 
An unbounded search was conducted to identify 22 publications consisting of a mixed source 
of 17 peer reviewed English-language journal articles, three book chapters and two conference 
papers on female educational leadership in Zimbabwe. To obtain this database, a 
comprehensive electronic search was conducted using the search engines: Google Scholar, 
Google and UJoogle with the search words ‘women’, ‘education’, and ‘female’, ‘leadership’, 
‘management’ followed by ‘Zimbabwe’. Later, the search words were extended to ‘school 
leadership’, ‘principal-ship’, ‘head teacher’ and ‘school head’ followed by ‘Zimbabwe’. A 
systematic search criteria was strictly followed: journal articles/ conference papers/ book 
chapters, available full text in the English-language, published from 2008 to 2018 which 
focused on female educational leadership in Zimbabwe.    
 
Sources that matched the search criteria were included. The reference lists of all publications 
were examined further to identify relevant studies. All the included publications were captured 
on a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet under the headings: 1) Author Name(s); 2) Year; 3) Topic; 
4) Publication outlet; 5) Methodology; 6) School/college Level; 7) Type of paper (empirical, 







Data analysis relied on the document analysis method which according to Bowen (2009) entails 
selecting, making sense of and synthesising data contained in documents. Skimming of the 
documents was followed by a thorough read through which led to the interpretation of the data. 
These three steps combined elements of content and thematic analysis as explained by Bowen 
(2009). Hence the data was organised into categories related to the research questions and by 
so doing, themes began to emerge for analysis. As the analysis of the findings of the research 
review unfolded, it emerged that female educational leadership in disadvantaged contexts has 
been examined as a challenge, but not how the features of the disadvantaged context influenced 
their leadership practice, hence this literature review paper. To better understand how female 
educational leadership is played out in disadvantaged contexts, an African feminism(s) 
perspective was used to critique the concept of gender as a social construct.  
 
Female leadership styles   
 
Leadership we know makes all the difference 
in success or failures of organisations (Day and Leithwood 2007, 117). 
 
 Most recently, leadership has been referred to as social relations where leadership takes 
different forms while moving towards common goals (McVay 2013). Following the question 
on which leadership style is most suitable, Msila (2013) indicates that the debate has been 
going on as long as leadership has existed. Growing scholarship concurs that men and women 
possess personalities that distinctively influence their leadership styles. Hence, Brown and 
Conrad (2007) emphasise the relationship between school effectiveness and school leadership 
with the latter bearing the critical role of nurturing conditions that positively affect school 
performance levels. In concurrence, Hallinger (2016) accentuates that school leaders adopt 
strategies or styles consistent with specific school contexts and the needs of the community at 
large. For example, Harris and Chapman (2002) indicated that female school principals adopted 
autocratic leadership styles when they encountered unstable circumstances. In addition, 
Hlatywayo, Hlatywayo and Muranda (2014) found that females prefer democratic and 
participatory styles but resort to autocracy when their authority is under threat.  
 
Widely shared literature shows that women lead and manage differently when compared to 
men and operate in shared-leadership strategies (Coleman 2002; Grogan and Shakeshaft 2011; 
Kiamba 2008). The combination of collaborative strategies and caring ways have roots in social 
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justice, hence they have influenced the conclusion that female leaders operate in an implicitly 
different way than men (Grogan and Shakeshaft 2011). In agreement, Makura (2012) indicates 
that female leaders prefer to work together with those they lead. In contrast, traditional 
educational leadership and management literature has been known to focus on the executive 
aspect of leadership that is mainly borrowed from the corporate world, capitalising on 
organisational authority and power. Therefore, female leadership styles are mainly 
characterised by “leadership for social justice, relational leadership, balanced leadership, 
spiritual leadership and leadership for learning” (Grogan and Shakeshaft 2011, 2). As 
organisations collectively move toward achieving set goals, differences are embraced as 
sources of creativity. It is well documented that co-leadership, shared-leadership, distributed 
leadership and collective strategy facilitate the accomplishment of goals through others 
(Grogan and Shakeshaft 2011).  
 
Disadvantaged context  
 
As much as it is difficult to define ‘disadvantaged’, the term implies comparison where the 
opposite ‘advantage’ might mean disadvantaged depending on the context. To be more 
specific, it might be difficult to differentiate between advantaged and disadvantaged schools in 
Zimbabwe following the collapse of the economy from the year 2000 to date. Urban areas have 
been classified as centres of economic development and enjoy better prosperity in comparison 
with rural areas, a conception that has masked severe poverty in urban areas (Manjengwa, 
Matema and Tirivanhu 2016). Zikhali (2013) referred to the disadvantaged as people who 
experience deprivation and are trapped in poverty stricken areas. Therefore, for the sake of this 
paper, disadvantaged refers to rural, farm and semi-urban schools (Muzvidziwa 2013) which 
do not have adequate infrastructure and resources, dominated by orphaned and child- headed 
households and poverty. While it has been identified in research that context features influence 
the practice and behaviour of principals (Hallinger 2016), the question is: how do female 
educational leaders lead in deprived schools when needs, opportunities, constraints and 
resources are not the same as urban areas? In developing regions, the disadvantaged context 
has gained prominence because of the differences in achievement of rural and urban learners 
(Hallinger and Liu 2016). Research features the deprivation of human and financial resources, 
as well as physical resources (Othman and Muijs 2013, Perumal 2015a), as the causes of this 
wide gap in achievement. In this context, it is important to note that the education system of 
Zimbabwe is bureaucratic and that teachers and principals are assigned to schools by the 
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Ministry of Education. At the peak of the historic Zimbabwean hyper-inflation, schools were 
expected to rely on school fees and donor funds. The rural, farm and semi-urban schools were 
the worst affected leaving the female principals to deal with gender-based barriers in the form 
of cultural and traditional stereotypes (Mestry and Schmidt 2012; Moorosi 2012), as well as 




As mentioned earlier, studies in female educational leadership and management have 
highlighted challenges/ barriers and underrepresentation, and a closer analysis of the 22 studies 
that formed the database for this literature review paper, yielded a number of challenges that 
were experienced by the female leaders. To understand the widely shared concept that “context 
features shape school leadership” (Hallinger 2016, 3), the results were presented under 





Cultural factors  
 
Research conducted by Muzvidziwa (2011) indicated that women leading schools in 
disadvantaged contexts experienced institutional and cultural challenges. The study also 
elaborated on how the manifestation of the barrier of gender stereotyping, brought uncertainty 
and fear amongst communities leading to resistance of female leadership. The study of 
Chabaya, Rembe and Wadesango (2009) examined further how lack of support and stereotypes 
have persisted over the years, forcing female leaders to work harder to impress others. A most 
recent study by Mutangirwa (2016) highlighted that the early socialisation process that took 
place at family level prepared females for motherhood and that this is continuously reinforced 
by the patriarchal society of Zimbabwe that upholds the value of the male gender. This is in 
the same context where female leaders practice their leadership. The limited support for female 
leaders stems from the cultural domination that influences society to accept only males as 
leaders. Society is forced to value gender biased leadership perspectives (Muzvidziwa 2010). 
In other contexts, scholars have presented evidence confirming the above findings (Grogan 






Another factor that emerged as a concern in schools in disadvantaged contexts was poverty. 
Zikhali and Perumal (2012) established that learners in such schools come from poverty 
stricken homes. Parents were not formally employed and, in some areas,  they relied on vending 
and subsistence farming for survival. Further, Zikhali and Perumal (2016) observed that 
learners were not well fed. Apart from hunger, parents could not afford school fees, uniforms 
and other necessities because they were genuinely poor.  As a result, principals suffered from 
sorrow, anxiety, sympathy and frustration because of the plight of their learners and parents 
(Zikhali 2013). Learners did not have time to do home-work nor rest, because they had to work 
in the fields and do household chores to augment family income. In addition, orphans and child- 
headed families in disadvantaged schools added to the dilemmas of school principals. In most 
of the schools, the ratio of orphans to school population was too high, for example, 400 to 1027 
(Zikhali and Perumal 2012). This is in concurrence with studies in other contexts, such as 
Perumal (2015a), Perumal (2015b) and Smit (2013) who indicated that learners in rural schools 
were affected by poverty, HIV/AIDS, as well as child and/or grandparent-headed households. 
Du Plessis (2014) also confirmed similar findings.  
 
Workload   
 
It surfaced that female leaders struggled with duties congested with teaching, managerial and 
administration work. They had to attend to office issues, carry out instructional supervision, 
and attend meetings and workshops. It was explained that school principals adhered to strict 
plans and schedules to avoid chaos. Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) argue that such constraints 
present dilemmas and further complicate the principals’ role. The principals shared the 
workload with other school management team members for instance, curriculum monitoring. 
Du Plessis (2014) also confirms that principals in rural South Africa do not have deputies and 
administration support to assist in undertaking external demands. Communities set unrealistic 
expectations which create further burdens, leading to lower levels of professional satisfaction. 
Multiple responsibilities is another factor that adversely affects the work of female principals 
in disadvantaged contexts (Chitiga 2008; Mapolisa et al. 2013; Shava and Ndebele 2014). The 
scholars concur that due to the gendered nature of society, female principals are also expected 
to carry on perform their caring, reproductive and marriage roles. On the other hand, it is widely 
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accepted that males have been socialised to dominate the power hierarchy socially constructed 
by patriarchy (Chabaya, Rembe and Wadesango 2009). These factors carry over into the 




Inadequate resources have been cited as impeding effective school leadership (Makura 2009). 
Following the historic Zimbabwean economic collapse, schools did not have funds for 
infrastructural development and provision of services. Zikhali and Perumal (2012) expressed 
how principals became unpopular in their communities because they demanded that all learners 
pay school fees. While schools were expected to rely on school fees, the government introduced 
a policy that forbade principals from dismissing learners who did not pay school fees. It was 
established that some parents withdrew their children from female-headed to male-headed 
schools (Zikhali and Perumal 2016). Schools in disadvantaged contexts could not sustain their 
budgets. Female principals faced negative attitudes and this further worsened relationships 
within schools, manifested in the form of non-submission of assigned work, insubordination 
and non-conformity (Makura 2009).  
 
Zimbabwean education was tuition free from 1980, but new regulations introduced in 1999 
required that all learners have to pay fees and it became a problem for school principals to 
enforce these regulations (Shoko et al. 2011). The lack of finances led to poor and/or no 
provision of material resources such as classrooms, stationery and human resources and 
services (Makura 2009; Zikhali and Perumal 2012; 2016). The poor transport system as well 
as the lack of information technology made it difficult for principals to navigate the areas when 
required to attend workshops and meetings (Makura 2009). In their study, Zikhali and Perumal 
(2014) emphasised that because of shortage of classrooms, classes were held outside in harsh 
weather conditions without furniture and stationery.  
 
In these studies, lack of security and safety was not well explored. Indeed, the aspect of 
resources in disadvantaged schools was examined in other contexts and their findings are in 
agreement with the above studies (e.g. du Plessis 2014; Howley, Rhodes and Beall 2009; Smit 
2017). These studies highlighted the deplorable conditions of more specifically rural areas, 
citing that rural areas suffered differentiated funding which was compounded by the close link 






According to Muzvidziwa (2013), participation of women in educational leadership and 
management is reshaping cultural beliefs. In her study with a cohort of female principals in 
independent Zimbabwe, Muzvidziwa (2014) highlights that it was a radical move by the 
government to redress past imbalances. The researcher argues that it helped shift mind-sets 
about male dominance in leadership. Women took advantage of their dimension of motherly 
care to negotiate the terrain of power (Muzvidziwa 2014) that has traditionally marginalised 
women. Communitarian and collective leadership which has gained prominence amongst 
female leaders (Makura 2012), steer people towards achieving set goals. More specifically, the 
data shows how female principals used relations-oriented strategies to manage conflicts, 
initiate collaboration and motivate staff (Makura 2009; Makura 2012; Mudau and Ncube 2017; 
Muzvidziwa 2015). Rather than complaining about the challenges of leading in disadvantaged 
communities, female principals seized the opportunities to make positive change in the 
communities by initiating income generating projects (Zikhali and Perumal 2016). Hallinger 
(2016) emphasises that principals are at the centre of setting goals, implementing instructional 
supervision and involving parents for support to meet the needs of schools.  
 
How context influences female leadership styles 
 
Collaborative decision-making is a fundamental principle of feminist leadership, along with 
cordial relationships based on concern for the well-being of followers, as well as their personal 
problems (Zikhali 2013). In his study of female educational leaders, Makura (2012) established 
that females display communal (feminine) styles in contrast with males who display 
competitive (masculine) behaviours, a socialisation that affirmed gender stereotyping of males 
as leaders. 
 
The findings in the selected studies show how female ways of leadership have been utilised to 
moderate the conditions within schools and communities. Muzvidziwa (2014) stipulates that, 
Women interact with the community and empower everyone within their schools. Female 
school leaders utilize caring, creativity, nurturance, mentoring and coaching (Muzvidziwa 
2012) and human relations, collaboration and power sharing (Makura 2012) to navigate 
institutional constraints and socio-cultural factors emanating from traditional conceptions of 
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leadership. To a great extent, the advancement of women into leadership is helping to reshape 
cultural norms, for instance to shift mind-sets from dominance to sharing ideas (Makura 2012; 
Muzvidziwa 2013; Zihkali and Perumal 2012; 2014). They have applied communal traits to 
bring stakeholders together from inside and outside schools to establish safe and welcoming 
environments to enhance parental involvement in school projects (Muzvidziwa 2015). In 
addition, Mapolisa and Madziyire (2012) explained how female school leaders used relations 
oriented strategies to help learners to open up about abuse. In their study, Hlatywayo, 
Hlatywayo and Muranda (2014) concluded that female leaders tend to be relation oriented than 
task oriented. The above literature argues that female leaders prefer approaches that support 
followers. Makura (2012) elaborates that collective decision-making subsequently yields better 
problem solving than the less effective mono-decision-making traditional dimension.  
 
Discussion of implications  
 
This paper aimed to highlight the needs, opportunities, constraints and resources of 
disadvantaged school contexts and how these influence leadership practices of female 
principals, arguing that distinct factors pertaining to female educational leadership have not 
been explored. We developed a model for managing disadvantaged school contexts in Figure 
1 below.  
 




Since needs, opportunities, resources and constraints impact school leadership, emphasis is 
placed on principals being able to craft strategies to expand available resources while taking 
advantage of opportunities at their disposal to manage these constraints. Consequently, they 
will lessen the impact of constraints in satisfying the needs of their schools.  
 
As was mentioned earlier, context impacts school leadership and management (Hallinger 
2016), scholarship has not provided a nuanced analysis on how challenging contexts impact 
female leadership. From an African feminist perspective, women need social equality from 
cultural, political, economic and social subordination. Therefore contextual factors within the 
schools they lead create another layer of struggle, on top of what they are already dealing with. 
Generalising knowledge is misleading – for instance, what entails a disadvantaged school in 
Zimbabwe is not the same as in developed societies. Since disadvantaged schools are not 
equally resourced like urban schools, female principals’ competency is judged against lack of 
success rather than their effort to turnaround unsuccessful schools.  This imposes huge 
limitations on the contribution of women to educational leadership. Hence, African feminists 
takes cognisance of the historical status of African women including as a result of colonial 
history, patriarchy and persistent gender inequality.   
 
In addition, in order to understand how disadvantaged contexts impact on female school 
leadership, there is a need to dissect the interrelated context features that influence the 
comparison of female and male leadership. Since it is widely stated that traditional cultural 
stereotypes, myths and prejudices are the main sources of gender based inequalities (Chabaya 
and Gudhlanga 2013), while they are nurtured in society, they continue to influence 
organisational structures (Moorosi 2012) of education systems. As a result, gender-based 
stereotypes shape views such as women not being readily accepted as leaders. Traditionally, 
women occupy subordinate positions and develop low self-esteem. All these factors are 
embedded in cultural stereotyped feminine traits (Muzvidziwa 2015; Shava and Ndebele 2014). 
The African Feminist Charter (2006) emphasises that gender equity should be treated as a 
constitutional issue, emphasising ways to overcome oppressive patriarchal systemic societal 
structures. Without institutional support, women cannot transcend features of the context 
working against their advancement.   
 
Another factor is the patriarchal nature of Zimbabwean society as indicated in the findings. 
Society’s beliefs, norms and values have been established within masculine ideologies, 
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prescribing gender roles which should strictly be adhered to. Such social arrangements 
influence how women are viewed, further generating negative attitudes towards their 
leadership competency. As a social construct, gender is riddled with stereotypes which 
influence the perceived leadership capabilities of individual women. Sometimes women feel 
less capable in exploring the so-called male territories. In such a situation, female principals 
might feel inferior and lack the necessary confidence to engage the community to support their 
schools. Thus when women stand up to lead schools, they are viewed as going against the 
stipulations of the gender hierarchy, which expect women to be subordinate to men 
(Ebunoluwa 2009). African feminists seek to remove all political, social and economic 
impediments and reject the notion that women are inferior to men and less intelligent than men 
(Mama 2005). The African feminist scholarship seeks to overturn the established male 
dominated structures and construct a female perspective (Ebunoluwa 2009).  
 
Female principals’ workload is worsened by familial roles; they are expected to care for their 
families, and fulfil domestic and reproductive roles. As we have seen in the findings, poor 
infrastructure in disadvantaged contexts make it difficult for them to perform their professional 
and domestic roles. Traditional conceptions of men as leaders and women as being led, 
perpetuate negative attitudes towards female leaders. Therefore, society upholds the view of 
men as legitimate leaders. Negative societal attitudes such as lack of support, discrimination 
(Mapolisa et al. 2013); stress and insubordination (Chitiga 2008; Maposa and Mugabe 2013) 
and biological career breaks for childbirth (Shava and Ndebele 2014), are changing slowly.  
African feminism(s) deal with women as human beings instead of sexual beings (Goredema 
2010). Women’s sexuality and reproductive role have been used in society to determine their 
success and their occupation of influential positions in the public domain. Cultural norms and 
patriarchal traditions have largely promoted subordination of women. The African feminist 
scholarship sets out to correct the traditional image of women purported as voiceless, 
dependent and relegated as having less value (Azuike 2009). It is believed that socio-cultural 
factors perpetuate gender inequalities (Chabaya et al. 2009; Chitiga 2008; Makura 2009). There 
is need for transformation of deep-rooted, stereotyped attitudes, oppressive structures and 
situations that continue to hinder progress in the lives of African women. Society continues to 
reproduce power hierarchies by holding to patriarchal values, making it difficult for females to 
lead schools. Women are continuously reminded of their position in power hierarchies leading 
to lack of support (Mapolisa and Madziyire 2012). 
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This could stimulate further research and also research reviews that compare studies amongst 
contexts in developing regions. Since the larger Zimbabwean population is residing in 
deplorable conditions, we suggest further research to contextualise female leadership in order 
to increase its contribution to the existing wealth of knowledge. This also speaks to the body 
of policy makers who should consider conducting needs analyses in schools that are tailored 
for different contexts, rather than applying a generic funding model to all schools. The 
government must fund schools according to their needs within a particular context. We also 
recommend that the government revise its policies, for example, by asking all learners to pay 
school fees and not expecting principals’ to reinforce regulations. The centralised Zimbabwean 
education system alienates school principals from policy making debates and they remain 
marginalised by educational bureaucracy.  
    
African feminism(s) insists on the understanding of the historical roles that were played by 
men and women in traditional African societies to better understand modern gender relations. 
The typical feminine leadership that has existed before the colonisation of Africa has inspired 
African feminist movement. Women in traditional Africa had “spheres of autonomy in 
economic, social, ritual and political terms – ensured by various mechanisms of checks and 
balances” (Nkomo and Ngambi 2009, 62). This is enough evidence to show that leadership 
capabilities cannot be gender based.  
 
A progress check on gender equity policy and programme implementation is overdue. Such 
research will help to break the unfounded assertions that associate female leadership with 
failure. Instead of examining the impact of context on female school leadership, disadvantaged 
context features have been used to gauge the ability of female leadership. An important 
principle of African feminism(s) is to empower women while ensuring their equality to men 
(Nkealah 2006). African feminism(s) is not anti-male nor against culture and religion, but 
rather includes men because of their position of power and control over society (Kolawole 
2002). 
 
On the question of how needs, constraints, opportunities and resources influence leadership 
practices of female school principals, the study found that they utilised opportunities which are 
peculiar to female leadership to turn around their schools. They initiated income generating 
projects, motivating and collaborating with communities and parents to improve their schools. 
Smit (2013) explains that care, vision, collaboration, courage and intuition are attributes of a 
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feminist perspective as compared to traditional leadership attributes of control, authority, 
division of labour and hierarchy. African feminists uphold the argument that women as an 
“oppressed group can learn to identify their distinct opportunities to turn their condition of 
marginalisation into a source of critical insight about how the dominant society thinks and is 
constructed” (Chilisa and Nsteane 2010, 620). At the core of African feminism(s) are 
partnership, cooperation, tolerance, love, understanding and patience (Nnaemeka 2003) that 
are in concert with the strategies improvised by female leaders to deal with constraints and lack 
of resources to meet the needs of their schools.   
 
The sample of studies in this category established that female leaders used their natural 
characteristics of nurturing, kindness and sensitivity to moderate the conditions within their 
schools and communities. Their dimension of motherly care was utilised to navigate the terrain 
of power. Their traits of communitarian, collective decision-making, collaboration, and 
relations-oriented strategies were used to moderate contextual factors. They were forced not to 
use power because they worried about the social well-being of learners and school 
performance, so much so that they were determined to make a difference in the communities 
they worked. Less authoritative approaches motivated all stakeholders to participate in the 
school activities. Thus female leaders adjusted better in disadvantaged contexts because of their 
motherly nature which should not be mistaken for weakness. African feminists recommend 
social justice as more appropriate than the traditional hierarchical leadership strategies (Mikell 
2010; Nkealah 2006; Nnaemeka 2003). African feminists alert us to the fact that women in 
Africa perform more roles than women in others, because emphasis is on the community not 
individuals (Mikell 2010). To a great extent, the advancement of women in leadership is 
helping to reshape cultural norms, for instance to shift mind-sets from dominance to sharing 
ideas. Although principals occupy a position of authority, it does not imply that every 
innovation begins and ends with them (Brown and Conrad 2007). Thus, as leadership comes 
to be accepted as mobilising and engaging with followers’ human needs, women are readily 
recognised as leaders and men are challenged to change their heroic leadership styles (Singh 
and Prasad 2014). 
 
The aspect of female leadership styles featured in this analysis, can provoke researchers to 
further examine the assertion that female leaders prefer relations-oriented approaches. The lens 
of African feminism(s) revealed subtle yet critical factors affecting female leaders from within 
the environment of their schools. Their efforts to manage constraints were obscured by the 
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normalised patriarchal constructs. This also has implications on the consistency of distributed 
leadership (Bolden 2011) and transformational leadership (Bass and Riggio 2006) in the 
bureaucratic education system of Zimbabwe. Further research will foreground and give 
direction on the ongoing feminist debate on equity and equality in society. It is high time that 
African scholars give prominence to theories originating within the African context and 
paradigm, for example, African feminism(s), for the world to better understand the 
misconceptions and misunderstandings that have been widely speculated about female leaders. 
The advantage of African feminism(s) is that it is both a paradigm (Nnaemeka 2003) and theory 
and its principles of equity and social justice should save as a beacon in developing gender 




As this paper utilised the studies on female school leadership in Zimbabwe, an analysis of 
studies from other contexts would facilitate comparison and enhance knowledge production. 
Although the aim was to gain insight into how disadvantaged context features inhibit female 





In summary, there is a tremendous need for further research to gain insight into the experiences 
of female educational leaders in Africa and explore possibilities and the current status quo. 
There is a limitation in the contribution to the knowledge base, firstly, because the Zimbabwean 
context has not been analysed through the lens of African feminism(s). Secondly, because the 
scholarly texts on female leadership in Zimbabwe have contextualised female ways of leading 
within paradigms framed by male conceptions, which are at odds with the historical, political, 
economic, social and cultural context. The African female education leadership phenomenon 
can best be explored through indigenous theories and more especially by women. The 
oppression of women is multi-faceted and continues to impact on how they lead schools. 
Women are affected mainly by the social, structural and cultural contexts which continue to 
influence what leaders do and how they do it. This study speaks to the body of researchers, 
policy makers and those responsible for developing empowering and professional development 
strategies. The disadvantaged school context features, influence what principals do and how 
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they do it. In order to overcome constraints in disadvantaged contexts, school leaders can 
improvise strategies to manage constraints and break the cycle of failure.  
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